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Gratz: Book Review: Emmentaler Geschlechter- und Wappenbuch

IV. REVIEWS AND NOTES
Hans Rudolf Christen, Emmentaler Geschlechter- und Wappenbuch.
Miinsingen - Bern: Fischer Media Verlag, 1998. 659 pp.
Illustrations (many in color) and Coats-of-Arms.
A remarkable volume was recently issued that is very helpful for gaining insight into
the history and significance of the old families that have their origins in, and still inhabit, that
area of the Canton Bern, Switzerland, that is drained by the Emme river and called the
Emmental. Most of these family names are recognizable by Americans as many of their
families stem from this exquisitely beautiful, but traditionally economically poor region
which has contributed heavily to American immigration in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.
Introductory material in this large volume deals with the history of the Emmental,
including the system of local Swiss citizenship, origins of the area's special language, and the
coats-of-arms of each parish, all given in beautiful color. The introduction contains also an
excellent colored map of the area covered, an historical time-line from earliest human
habitation to the present, and a separate treatment of the over five hundred families who have
citizenship in the Einwohnergemeinden (civil townships) within the region of the Emmental.
Entries offer a scholarly introduction to the history and import of each family. They
include an explanation of the origin, meaning, and significance of a given name as well as a
list of places where persons .with the name have thei~ local citizenship in the Emmental. A list
of prominent people with a given name, illustrations of the various coats-of-arms used by
family members over the years, and the listing of literature relating to each family completes
each informative entry.
The author Hans Rudolf Christen is an Emmentaler himself who has collected
information on the subject for many years. He did it driven "von der Liebe zum Emmental
und der Freude and der Vergangenheit, by the love of the Emmental and the delight in the
past. " He does his professional work at the Museum of Natural History in Basel, thus he is
expert in locating and using historical materials derived from numerous and varied sources.
After entries dealing with the family names the author lists all the _names of the farms
in the Emmental as well as the names of the family or families that have been their occupants.
In another section each Einwohnergemeinde is listed with its official coat-of-arms and the
names of families who have citizenship in it. The book closes with a seventeen page listing of
works that the author used in preparing this nicely bound volume which also has a beautiful
cover.
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This work, priced at 98 Swiss Francs, is a valuable addition to any gnealogical collection that
serves people with a Swiss background. although it is written in German, most of the information can
be understood with a limited knowledge of that language. It may be purchased in the United States
and Canada for US $75.00 from Delbert L. Gratz, 8990 Augsburger Road, Bluffton, OH 458179596.
Delbert Gratz

Steven D. Hoelscher, Heritage on Stage: The Invention of Ethnic Place in America's Little
Switzerland. Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998. xix, 327 pp.

Yodeling, alphoms, cowbells, Wilhelm Tell, cheese, chalets, and cantonal flags conjure up
either nostalgic images of a romantic Swiss folklore culture in the pre-industrial world or a visit to the
Wisconsin town of New Glarus, popularly known as "America• s Little Switzerland." A visitor from
Basel remarked that New Glarus seemed "more Swiss than Switzerland." Steven D. Hoelscher argues
that the community invented "ethnic place" by its continual reinterpretation of ethnicity and by its
reshaping of "Swissness" over time through its landscapes, museums, festivals, and cultural
performances. It is this conspicuous construction of American ethnic heritage, identity, and place that
Hoelscher examines in Heritage on Stage, which covers the period from the founding of New Glarus
in 1845 until its sesquicentennial.
Hoelscher organizes the struggles and tensions of the public display of ethnic heritage into
three chronological parts. First, commemorative events bound together an increasingly modern
community from 1890 until the outbreak of World War I. The displaced weavers and craftspeople,
who founded New Glarus under the auspices of the Auswanderungsverein (emigration society) of
Canton Glarus, turned to farming and cheese making in Wisconsin. As the memory of this generation
faded, the town's tradition of celebrating Swiss holidays and festivals on July 4th expanded to more
and varied celebrations of ethnic culture revolving around themes of the homeland, the pioneer, and
the notion of progress. These commemorative festivals reflected the fragile tensions of being both
Swiss and American at a time when economic development threatened both community and public
memory. The insular community's desire to reject progress created an antimodemism atmosphere in
its public festivals as it strove to preserve vanishing traditions.
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